Pamela Torres
Scattered Shells and Falling Trees
The pU/pose of art is I/ot a rar(fied, intellectual dislillale- il is I(fe,
intensified, brilliant We.
- Alain Arias-Misson

There was a time in my Ii fe when getting to the next day took
every ounce of strength Thad. [ looked forward to the end of each day
when I could lay my head down and drift off into a deep leep, anesthetized to the pain that ripped at my life. During this time, I learned that al1
and writing were more vital to me than food and water.
Each day was fi lled with the tension of wondering what would
set off his anger, what word or action he would need to correct or
criticize, and at the same time I was rais ing five children, virtually alone;
I wa empty. There were days when I litera ll y bad to pinch myself so r
would know that I wa alive.
Jan had invited me to get away on an informal retreat at the
cabin of a mutual friend. The cabin was located in Grayland, just south
of We tport along the coast. Each morning I would wake and head out
onto the beach to listen to the wave and walk. Thj particular morning
Jan had left earlier and was walking about 40 yards in front of me. We
respected one another's need for olitllde and kept our distance on these
early morning walks. The cool spray off the crashing surf chi lled my
face. ]t was early October and the air was brisk. Jan had stopped fo r a
moment, so r stopped too, leavi ng a good 20 yards between us. [
watched as she removed her shoe, pants and shil1 and then uddenly
made a dash for the waves. 1 watched as he jumped and sp lashed. My
first thought was she mllst be crazy, it had to be 50 degrees in the air and
even colder ill the water. I could hear her squeals of joy and excitement
over the crashing waves. It occurred to me that while I was there waiting
on the beach, she was out there having the time of her life.
Paralyzed, I gasped for air, feeling as if someone had punched a
fist in the midd le of my chest. Thi is how I lived my life, on the
outside, looking in . Watching as others took the ri sks, always standing
on the sidelines, wondering why the emptiness in my stomach never went
away. In the next moment J stripped down to my bra and panties and
ran as fa t as I could into the surf, the cold air blowing through my hair.
A my toes hit the water I continued to run forcing myself into each
rising wave, until the last cra hed over my head and my feet went out
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from under me and I was tossed uncontrollably through the water and
sand. I struggled to gain a foothold and rose to the surface, screaming
and laughing, born again .
How could I keep this moment? How could I make it a permanent part of me? I wanted to document its life changing power. I picked
up a pen and wrote... To go or stay or waiting still, imbue/the sand and
salt, the bland is swallowed whole.
In his book, On Writing, Stephen King writes, "Life isn ' t a
support system fo r art. It's the other way around." Over the next five
years my writing became a life support, while the circumstances around
me began to spin in a chaotic frenzy. For the first time I was follow ing
my heart, making choices about who I was and how I would spend my
time. The problem was, in my dai ly environment of control and manipulation, freedom such as I was experiencing was creating havoc with the
status quo. It became clear J had to rescue not only myself from thi s
daily hell, but my children were at horrifying risk as well.
Some time after my awakening romp in the surf, during one of
my darkest times, I took a walk down the hill from my house and past a
stand oftrees. It was a qui et early evening. I was alone. From the
direction of the trees came a crashing sound of branches breaking, a
sound I was familiar with, li ving in logging country. A tree was fa lling.
As it hit the ground I felt the tremor and knew that this was no small tree.
I looked around expecting to see peop le coming out of their houses. No
one did. Cars went by as usual as if nothing had happened . I realized
that I was the only witness to the event. Just like the searing pain that
was pulsing through my heart as I struck out on my own as a s ingle mom,
this experience was unknown to all but me. I wondered, like the
philosophers, if no one is in the forest to hear the tree fall, does it make a
sound? 1 sought comfort in my writing .. . My little ones, we share this
hemisph.ere/offiery doubt and silent screams that sear/and wound and
break; our hearts must surely flee.
Words and images are memory devices. I can't go by a stand of
trees or walk on a beach without remembering these significant moments
of my life. The words I have written hel p me remember who I am and
bring understanding to those difficult times. They connect me to the
past, present and future . Georgia O'Keefe said, "It is only by selection, by
elimination, by emphasis, that we get at the real meaning ofthjngs."
My life is very different now. I sometimes feel like I've had two
lives. If it weren't for the written words, tangible upon a page, I might
not remember what my life was once like. It is in the remembrance of
that pain that I can appreciate the beauty that now surrounds me.
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It happened aga in. The glass container in the bathroom, the one
filled with shells, is emptied on the floor. Each time it happens, I
carefully grasp each shell and roll it in my bands, admiring the intricate
designs and patterns as well as the vaJy ing textures. It's si lly, I know, to
keep a bottle fi lled with shells in my batlu·oom. It inevitably gets
knocked over, or some child dumps it, admiring tbe contents much li ke I
am now. Many of the shells I inherited from my grandma Delsa, whose
co llection filled her basement. My brothers and sisters and I used to dread
going over to Grandma's, knowing we would be coaxed into making a
sbell picture or a sand bottle. At the time we thought grandma was weird
to have all that stuff in her basement. But now I understand. Each time J
hold a shell in my hand I' m reminded of the waves that woke my sleeping
spirit and led me to the happiness I now enjoy as well as the hell that [
once left.
The phone rings, so I quickly stuff the last shells in the jar and
tell myself! will return later to arrange them more artistica lly. (1 know
that I won 't.) Tbe person on the other end reminds me of the appointment
my son has the next day with the orthodontist; tbe braces are com in g off.
Then I remember that I have to scbedule dentist appointment for all the
boys. Even before J hang up the phone I am putting the dishes away and
remembering I have a load of clothes in the washer, a pile of clothes to
fold and at least 3 more loads to go. r have entered the endl ess hallway of
domestic reality, the one with the revolving doors that never top. The
difference i I don't travel this route alone; I have a li fe partner, a lover, a
friend who shares this world with me. We' ll fo ld the clothes together.

***

It's going to be hot again today. They say it hasn't been this dry
or hot in the Seattle area for more than 40 year . It will be a good day to
dry the sand I collected yesterday at ocean. I've collected sand from
every beach I've visited si nce last summer. It's fascinating how each
beach has its own unique combination of particles, washed and rubbed
together, co ll ectively producing an overall hue and text1ll'e. Along
Maine's marginal way, in between the large rocky crevices, 1 found dark
gray sand, so fine that when the tida l waters poured in the water became
clouded. On the shores of Lake Qu ina lt the particles were black and
coarse and reminded me of the volatile geo logical forces at work beneath
us in the Northwest. These physical mementos of times and places in the
past grou nd me in the present. I keep them in small bottles, each one
designating where I was and who I enjoyed the moment with. Momcnts
pass too qujckly for me now, days turning into years. I want to hold them
in my hands and remember.
Words and images work the same way, recording instances of
pain and times of joy, as well as horror. Perhaps it is tlu'ough oW' selection
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of words and images that we strive for meaning and connection to the
world. As our lives speed by, it shouldn't surprise us that there is a desire
to capture and hold these passing moments. They could be camera shots
of beauty, searches for meaning through words on a page or paint on a
canvas, all creating a rich context of meaning, helping us fmd our place in
a chaotic world.
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